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ABSTRACT . . - 

This paper describes the self -evaluati on maintenance 
model (SEM) which suggests that much Social behavior can be 
understood by assuming .that persons are motivated to maintain a 
positive self -evaluation/- The two processes by which one's, social 
circumstances m^y affect self -evaluat ion, i.e., reflection ^nd 
comparison, are- described. The relationship between self-evaluation 
and self 1 esteem is explored. Studies in which self-esteem was 
measured are ^reviewed , and results are discussed, in terms of . the SEM 
model. A hypothesis which explains the weak relationship between 
measured self -esteem, and the SEM model is ' suggested . (JAC) 
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, Self-Evaluation Mai ntenance Processes and * 
I ndl vidua I 'D! f feodnces In Self-Esteem 
Abraham Tesser and Jennifer Campbel U 

• l * * 

r > 
♦ 

' For .the past few years we have been- study I ng social behavior within the 
framework of something we cal I a set f-eyat uation maintenance model. The model 

r \ 

V 

suggests that much social behavior can bte understood by assuming, that persons 
.are motivated to maintain a positive sel f-eval uattpn. The mocf&l Identifies 

two processes by which one 1 s social circumstances affect self-evaluation: A 
J reflection process and a comparison prpC6SS> 

A I 1^ of' r us at xarie' time 'or another seem /to take -pride In the 

accomplishments of others. We may tell someone about how well our sister 

y ' i 
p|ays the piano' or that the famous lawyer on television- Is our neighbor* 

*These ape examples of the reflection process. ^n order to bask In the 

reflected glory of another, two things are necessary: the other's performance 

* must bd good and there must bs seme bond, to the ..other (I.e., gloseness) «r That 

Is, there Is little to be gained In the way of reflection from someone whose 

performance Isl mediocre regardless of how close one Is to that other;* aqjd 

there Is little to. pe gained from " another *Jtfh. whom one Can claim po 

assoc I at I on ^regard I ess of how, good that other performs. 

In order to raise self-evaluation through reflection one should be close 

to good performing others. However, being close to aft outstanding other can 

also . tower self-evaluation — by comparison. The comparison process depends on 

the sane two variables as the reflection process: the other ! s closeness and 

performance. One will not suffer by comparison to a' mediocre performing. other 



(regardless of closeness) and one Is less likely to compare oneself to a 
distant other (regardless of performance). " 

The reflection and comparison processes appear contradictory: They 
ij^r suggest that a close relationship with a good performing other will rajse 

self-evaluation (via the reflection process) or lower self-evaluation (via the 
comparison process). However, these two processes are not always equal In 
Importance. They' are weighted by the relevance of the performance dimension 
to the actor's own sel f-def Inltlon. We assume that people recognfze and 
positively value achievement In a large variety,* of areas. However, any 
particular Individual personally aspires to excellence In only a limited 
number of areas. To the extent that another's performance Is In one of the 
areas which are relevant to the actor's sel f-def Inltlon the comparison process 
will * be more Important than the Reflection process. If the other's 



performance Is In an area wh-Ich Is not relevant , to the actor's sel f-def Inltlon 
the reflection prqcess will be more Important than the comparison process. 

In our empirical work we have focused on relevance, performance, arid 
closeness. That Is, when will an Ind I vidua l.f egard an activity as more^fr 
less Important (relevant) to h'ls sel f-def Inltfon; whenwIJI an Individual 
attempt to facilitate the performance of another and when will he attempt to 
Interfere with that performance; wh'en will he Increase closeness to another 
and when will he decrease closeness to another. The model assumes that 
Individuals will affect changes In these variables In a direction that wIM 
maximize self-evaluation. Although each of these variables can and has been 
operationally defined In experimental and Held tests ofthe model, we have 
not attempted to operational Ize or empirical ly * study "self-evaluation," the 
theoretical mediator of the relationships ajnong closeness, performance and 

- , V 
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relevance. Why? 

^Sfilt-Eyaluatlon and Self-Esteem _ , ' 

fllthln the model self-evaluation Is treated as a hypothetical construct, 

♦ ■ * , ; 

a -theoretical fiction which Is- used to organize and make c&mprehenslbl e X fhe 
relationships among the variables' that have empirical Indicants (I.e., 
relevance, performance, closeness). Similarity, self-evaluation maintenance Is 
viewed as a hypothetical process much like "dissonance reduction" Is viewed as 
a hypothetical process In dissonance theory. -.Neither dissonance reduction nor 
. 5elf-evaluatlon maintenance Is directly measured or observed, but both model's 
are testable because ttiey make specific predictions concerning the observable 
antecedents and observable consequences of the hypothesized processes.. 

Self-evaluation Is, related to self-esteem, a construct for which there Is 
a rich measurement tradition (Wylje, 1979). As such. It might sean reasonable 
to use a measure of sel f-esteera to operational Ize * the self-evaluation 
construct. 'WhI le sel f-esteem measures tiave been productively* used In a 
variety of contexts, we question their utility for present purposes! 

Most measures of ^el f-esteem are chronic Individual-difference measures. 
The SEM model as presently articulated Is not an Individual-difference model. 
Self-evaluation as construed here Is subject to momentary fluctuations with 
^hanging circumstances. This does not mean *e believe chronic Individual 
differences In sel f-esteem ' do not exist. Although the model 1 assumes that 
persons are motivated to maintain a positive sel f-eval uatlon, this assumption 
certainly does S1Q± Imply that there are no persons with chronical ly low levels 
of self-esteem. We believe that there are chronic differences In self-esteem 
and that such differences are often cor^equentl al for behavior. Indeed, much 
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of \Ms symposium deals with such d I f ferences. However, chronic self-esteem 
and self-evaluation are not the same thing. Self-esteem Is a general "entity" 
Independent of any specific theory whereas' self-evaluation Is more 
specif leal ly ^ defined In terms' of the'SEM model • It Is a constantly changing 
component In a specific, dynamic, process. r 

Chronic Self -Esteem and Engagement la i£M processes * 

While we believe th^t most persons are motivated to maintain a "positive 
self-evaluation (a position consistent with the work of McFarl In & Blascovlch,, 
reported here), chronic self-esteem may still be associated with the SEM 
process. For example, persons who ,are particularly adept at structuring their 
environment so as to maintain a positive self-evaluation may have a 
chronically higher level of self-esteem than persons who are less adept. 
Thus, one might predict that chronic self-esteem ought to be positively 
related to the use of SEM strategies^ Indeed, there Is evidence that persons 



Mgh In chronic self-esteem tend to behave more /Sef f-defensl vel y than persons 

/ * ' 
low In chronic self-esteem (this Is an hyp^hesls advanced by Alloy In this 

symposium). On the other hand, persons low In chronic self-esteem may feel 

more "threatened" when their self-evaluation Is at stake than persons 

chronically high In self-esteem. Thus, chronic self-esteem may be negatively 

associated with tho use of SEM strategies (Wills, 1981). 

Although, It Is possible to relate chronic self-esteem to the use of SEM 

strategies. Its presumed relationship to the. use of these strategies Is not 

unambiguous. We have used measures of chronic self-esteem In several SEM 

studies. WhI le sel f-esteem does not bear a strong relationship to the 

behavior predicted by the SEM model. Its relationships Is (with one exception) 
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consistent: Persons low In seW-esteem tend tp engage In such behaviors more 
than persons high -In self-esteem. Th^e^s+u^dles are summarized In Table 1. 

/Insert Table 1 about here/ 

.Studies la Which Self-Esteem j^fi Measttred ) \ 

Ino'nestudy (Tesser 4 Campbell, 1980a) we examined the effects of 
another person's closeness and performance on self-definition (relevance)* 
Each female subject Interacted with another person who^was described as 
similar (close) or dissimilar (distant) to Jier. In the course of the 
experiment the other performed the same as the subjk£t on one task arid better 
on another task. As predicted by the mpdel, the other 1 a, closeness and 

performance Interacted In affecting the relevance of each task j0t> the 

\ 

> subject's self-def Inltlon: The task on which tfie other performed better was 
less relevant to the subject than the task on which they performed equally 
well; this relationship was more pronounced when the other was close than when 
the other was distant. When we divided the subjects on the basis of their 

scores On Rosenberg's (1965) self-esteem scale, we found that those low In 

* \ 

self-esteem showed the predicted pattern more clearly than those high In 

\ 

self-esteem, but the difference was not statistically significant. Recently, 
a conceptually similar study'uslng male subjects and a different set of taks 
was completed by Tesser and Paulhus (In press). The overall pattern of 
results was replicated. Further, the pattern was more pronounced for low 
self^steem persons than for high self-esteem persons. Again, however, the 
seM^esteem effect was not significant. 

| Another study (Tesser & Campbel I, In press) focused on the circumstances 

Ml ( . 

undcfr which another^ performance will be viewed In favorable or unfavorable 

■ I ■ / 
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terms. The model leads us to expect that the closeness of the other and the 
relevance of the task being performed should combine Interactively to affect 
the perception of the other f s performance* In this study, subjects were given 
the opportunity to perform on^ two tasks that differed In their personal 
relevance to the subject*. After receiving feedback on each trial of each 
task, they were asked to Indicate how another person would perform on that 
fask: The other was either a friend they had brought with them (close other) 
or a stranger they had Just met (distant other). As pred feted,- subjects were 
mark positive about the performance of their friend t^an the stranger on the 
Irrelevant task, but more positive about the stranger than their friend on th$ 
relevant task. When subjects were divided according, to their level of 
self-esteem, again. we found that the predictions associated with the SEM model 
were more strongly confirmed among low self-esteem subjects than among high 
self-esteem subjects. Again, however, the self-esteem effect was not 
significant* - r 

Why Is It that the associations between self-esteem and SEM behaviors are 
so weak? We have suggested earlier that a plausable case can be made for both 
6 po^Ttlve association (engaging In SEM behaviors leads to high self-esteem) 
and a negative' association (low esteem Increases the need to engage In SEM 
behaviors). Perhaps both of these are operating to seme extent and cancel ling 

v 4 * 

on,e another out. A recent field study> however,' raises another, perhaps more 
Interesting, possibility. 

/ In collaboration with Monte Smith (Tesser, Campbel I, 4 Smith, In 
preparation)^ we asked fifth and sixth graders who had responded to the 
Piers-Harris Self-Concept scale (Piers, 1969) to rate their own performance 
and the performance of a close classmate on activities which were high or low 



In personal r^evance. .Their teachers made the same set of ratings. For 
present purposes we focus only on the teachers 1 ratings and the difference 
between -the teacher ratings and the student ratings—what .we call 
"distortion". In both cases, the mode I 'antic I pates an Interaction such that 
the student Is relatively better on the relevant activity and the close .other 
ts relatively better on the Irrelevant actl vlty. 

This predicted two-factor Interaction did not reach significance for the 
"objective" teacher ratings, * but there was a significant three-factory 
Interaction with self-esteem. The effect predicted by {he SEM model was more 
pronounced for low self-esteepi puffls than for high self-esteem pupils. With 
"distortion"* as the dependent variable, the predicted two-factor Interaction 

was significant and there'was also a significant self-esteem effect* However, 

^ \l 

in contrast to the other studies and the teadher ratings', pupils high In 

t \ 

se I, f -esteem showed greater distortion In the direction predicted by the SEM 

* w * } ° 

model than pupils low In self-esteem. 4 

" i 

Our time Is running short so we will close with a v^ry speculative 
hypothesis. Although we assume* that both, high and .low self-esteem persons try 
to maintain a poslt/lve evaluation, we suggest that *he,J^r strategies for 
accomplishing this goal may differ. Suppose social behavior Is divided Into 
two classes: cognitive/perceptual behavior end "behavioral." beh^FXor. Then 
perhaps, as A| I oy "suggests, persons high In ; self-esteem are more prone x to 
percelye the world In a ^el f-serv Ing way/ that Is, high self-esteem persons 
maintain a posltl ve " eval uatlon prlrrtarljy through cognitive/perceptual 
behavior. As noted above, In the Tesser,^ampbe| |,^and Smith study high 
self-esteem subjects tended to distort performance differentials more than 
low. On the other hand, McForl In and Bloscovlch have shown thaj low 

' 1 
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self-esteem persons are more 'likely to change their behavior when given 
-negative feedback. Perhaps, then, low se I f-esteem persons perceived reality 
4«6re accurately than KMgh self-esteem persons, but tend to rely on behavioral 
strategies to maintain self-evaluation. In the, Tesser,,Campbel I and Smith 
study low self-esteem subjects were,, according to -"objective" ratings, more 
4lkely ^ to" actual |y be In "actual" circumstances that were conducive to 
maximizing self-evaluation. 
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TABLE 1 ■ 



SOME STUDIES IN WHICH SELF-ESTEEM JHAS BEEN MEASURED 



Study , • 

Tesser & Campbell 
(1980) 



Tesser & Paulhus 
. (in press) 



Tesser & Campbell * 
* (in press) >r 



Tesser, Campbell & 
Smith 

(in preparation) 

Tesser, Campbell & 
Smith ' • 

(in preparation) 



k "Independent 
* Variables 11 



Performance , 
Closeness 



Performance , 
Closeness 



Closeness , 
Re l.evance 



- Sejf vs. Close Other, 
Re^e&§nce 



Self vs. Close Other, 
Relevance 



• dependent 
Variable" 

Relevance 
(self-definition) 



Relevance^ 
(self-definition) 



Performance 
Ratings 



"Objective" 
Performance 
.Ratings 

"Distortion" in 

Performance 

.Ratings 



Effect of 
Self-Esteem 

Lo S-E > 
Hi S-E ' 
(n . s . ) 

Lo S-E > 
Hi SrE 
(n . s . ) 

Lo S-E > 
.Hi S-E 
(n . s . ) 

Lo S-E > 
Hi S-E 
(sig.) 

Hi S-E > 
Lo S-E 
(sig.) 
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